Writers in Conversation Vol. 5 no. 2, August 2018. journals.flinders.edu.au ARCHIVED AT FLINDERS UNIVERSITY: DSPACE.FLINDERS.EDU.AU DC: I guess that's also a benefit of doing the vignettes, because you don't have to do the whole voyage and the whole context of everything that happened and everybody that was on it. You just do this one particular scene and it becomes an exemplar for the voyage.
GD: I love the way you saw the different personalities from different viewpoints -from inside and then from outside.
DC:
The personalities were huge -there are some really big personalities and some of them are really difficult to contain. I mean, Péron in particular was a very difficult character to control. 2 GD: He's been dead for over 200 years and we still can't contain him! GD: There's the official accounts and then there are the journals. DC: Sometimes you have their individual journals, like Baudin -we have his actual unpublished journal. But you're using the official narratives in most cases, so I was quite struck by the fact that I would often come across fragments of officers' journals which repeated what the captain had said, in his own words! So they weren't actually his wordshe'd just combined them -he'd thought, that's a good turn of phrase, I'll use that. Then of course later on that became an issue when I realised that some of her specimens had been mis-ascribed to her husband because they'd been recorded in the database as 'Mrs JG Coleman' and then the 'Mrs' had been lost. So because they were just JG Coleman they'd been registered under her husband's name. But they weren't her husband's, they were hers. So there's a lot of complexities in naming and you can see how easily women's stories and materials get subsumed under their partners' names. In her case it was just fortunate that her husband wasn't remotely interested in collecting, so it was clear cut, but if he had been, that would have been a completely different story.
GD
GD: As you say, in her writing the only Jameses mentioned by name are kings, poets or gardeners.
DC: Yes, she never mentions him by name. She mentions him obliquely.
GD: Another thing that I found interesting was the way you use maps as a metaphor. You talk about maps to Edith's life, and her public persona, and her family, and maps of her specimens. It struck me that that metaphor kept coming up. DC: I guess I was using maps a lot of the time to work out where she was and what she was doing. I was always trying to find out where she'd been, and often her writing was the only guide I had. I guess there were spatial maps, and there were also temporal maps, trying to work out when things happened as well.
But I guess maps for me are quite important in writing, I use that metaphor a lot and I use geographic information systems maps as a metaphor, where the different layers are overlaid, so you may have a historical map but then you might have a scientific map and a climate map, so that layering of information is something that I'm particularly interested in doing -not necessarily revealing everything that's on a particular layer but diving through a GD: Sometimes I think that now that we're using screens all the time it's a bit harder. Sometimes you think, I've got to get bits of paper and lay them out on the table -even with something as non-spatial as literary criticism you do sometimes need that spatial element to plan things. And you do find traces. For example when I went to her old property in Blackburn and finally located exactly where it was and thought that it was all gone because it had been demolished, and then realising that the pittosporum hedge along the front fence was still there. And then realising that the back fence was all still intact, because you could see it was exactly four blocks long, and it was all the same fence, and so it had obviously not changed or been replaced. And then realising, literally as I was driving away, that I was outside the Field Naturalists' Club, which I'd been to before -but I hadn't twigged. It wasn't there when Edith lived there, but it was just that synchronicity of discovering that the organisation that had been so important in her life was now just over the back fence from where her old home was. It was just lovely. Again, it's like the mapping, historical mapping, you're putting layers over the top. So the Field Naturalists have come and popped themselves down next to her.
GD: Do they know that?
DC: Yes, well they do now! They knew she was in the area, but I don't think they realised she was that close. It was just literally down the back lane.
GD: I recognised what you were saying about that 'dismissive half smile' when you tell people about your research -I know that so well.
DC: Yes, it's really irritating.
GD: But if you go beyond those stereotypes, the things that you've found that have been disregarded in the past …. DC: Yes. I think it's quite damaging. I know it's very characteristic in Australia, though I'm not sure how characteristic it is in other English-speaking countries, but it's not a feature of European research in this field. For a lot of the European researchers, nature writing encompasses everything right down to government legislation, so they will analyse that as well. And to me that seems to be a much more honest approach. It's not making value judgements about the quality of the writing; it's just saying this is the writing, let's analyse it for what it's doing. But I think we tend to be so much more focussed on high literature and art … GD: Whereas you're really just a 'bastard breed of mongrels'! 4 DC: But I do think writing is like that. We steal stuff. We're magpies. And I think it's so artificial … I remember reading about the origins of the essay, and they just make up a lineage of people whose work they like, but it's not where it comes from. It's getting information from all sorts of places. It's arising independently. You can't construct a family tree out of that, because it just pops up everywhere. And people will do the same type of thing at the same time in completely different places independent from one another. It all moves together and becomes a single entity, but it didn't start that way, so I think it's a flawed metaphor that people use, inheritance and family trees, speaking as someone who's quite interested in how that actually works biologically, it does not work in literature, and I think it's a poor metaphor to use. Trying to set up those genre boundaries is pointless and it's not helpful at all.
GD: There's a passage (around page 244) where you discuss your anxiety about avoiding extremes, and there are very short paragraphs and sections -and thought it was almost as if that anxiety you're feeling is mirrored on the page. But also it's a decision based on what's going to make the best story and what's going to draw the reader on, and I think that personal stuff is very appealing. It does give an impetus to the story that it might not otherwise have. So that's an inherent conflict. And the fragments -it's a stylistic device, and it's also to stop myself from trying to do a coherent narrative, because I think, especially coming from a science background, but also in any sort of academic writing I suppose, there's always a tendency for me to want to smooth everything out and make it all coherent and neat and clean and make a simple argument. And I wanted to keep the material complicated and unresolved, because it is, and that's where the fragments are coming from. I've just got to be happy to let things sit unresolved and move on. Because if I try and resolve them I'll start weaving things in that shouldn't be woven in. Sometimes a fragment will just sit by itself and it doesn't go anywhere. But that's because that's the way it works.
Writers in Conversation Vol. 5 no. 2, August 2018. journals.flinders.edu.au ARCHIVED AT FLINDERS UNIVERSITY: DSPACE.FLINDERS.EDU.AU GD: And then you sort of model nature writing, too, with the passage about frowning at butterflies, and ants on illicit business. Do you feel as though that was the sort of thing that Edith was doing? -but it sounds much more like you -that's your voice. DC: Yes, I think I'm probably much more judgemental about nature than Edith was! I was keen to incorporate nature writing into the story as well as writing about nature writingmake sure I did some nature writing as well, so I try to weave in those sorts of anecdotes into the stories and it was really fascinating how often they led back to Edith's work in any case. I think there's one example when I was talking about hoverflies, or trying to identify the hoverflies, or what I later found were hoverflies, in the garden. I wrote a description of them, and I went to the museum and I got them to identify what they were, and they weren't sure what they were, and then a gardening friend of mine said, of course they're hoverflies, they're everywhere, so OK, fine! But the really interesting thing is that I went back to Edith's work and searched her articles, and found that she'd written a paper on bees pollinating the specific flower I had written about, completely coincidentally. It's just interesting how you've got that serendipitous connection between her work and what I was thinking about, which I think just comes about because you're working in a similar environment and noticing similar things.
GD: So what do you think your relationship with Edith is now? Is she a role model?
DC: She's definitely a role model, an inspiration, for me, for sure. The fact that she started what she did so relatively late in her life, and she did it with such absolute confidence. And there's no appearance of concern about what other people think. She just does it because she knows she's good at what she does, and that's all there is to it. It's really admirable. And her work ethic was extraordinary. I'm not sure I'd take too much inspiration from that though -it was a prodigious amount of work that she did. But I think just being willing to back herself in her observations, and when other people say, no that's not what's going on, she wasn't put off by that, she just knew that there was something going on and she would pursue that line of investigation until she'd sorted it to her own satisfaction, and I think that's why she made such interesting discoveries.
GD: And it's also interesting how well-regarded she was in her lifetime. DC: It is interesting, because you often hear about how sexist science is, and I think in a workplace environment it is, in terms of getting jobs, it is -has been -quite sexist. But I think intellectually it's not actually very sexist. I think intellectually it's quite a level playing field. And of course that's the great advantage Edith had, as an amateur, is that she wasn't competing for jobs or position. I think she would have encountered a lot more difficulty if she had been. But she was an amateur scientist mostly communicating with other amateurs.
GD: And amateur wasn't such quite a pejorative word then? DC: No. In lots of fields it's recognised that amateur scientists are the experts. In orchidology, it's mostly amateurs who are the experts. While it's true that initially when her articles were sent overseas, it was male orchidologists who were consulted with. As soon as they said it's Writers in Conversation Vol. 5 no. 2, August 2018. journals.flinders.edu.au ARCHIVED AT FLINDERS UNIVERSITY: DSPACE.FLINDERS.EDU.AU all great, then that was it, she was in. And after that there was no dispute. You'd have people who were initially a bit sceptical, then a year or two later writing to Edith, saying I'm so grateful for your words of confidence in my paper, because you know so much. So tables turned very quickly. And I think that's because people like that recognise talent and expertise when they find it, whoever they find it in. But professionally that would have been a different story -certainly at Melbourne University I think she would have encountered a huge amount of opposition if she'd tried to get in there -well she wouldn't have because she didn't have a degree. But the only person who I found any evidence of treating her disrespectfully was Wilfred Agar. 5 She sent him the specimen of the gynandromorph grasshopper and while he acknowledged her as the collector, when he wrote the paper he didn't cite either of her papers on that species. She was the only person who'd ever written a paper on those species. And her papers were large and comprehensive and thorough. There can be no reason why you wouldn't cite them. Yet he chose not to. I think that was because she was an amateur, and she was a woman, and he was notoriously sexist. And I don't think he liked amateurs much either. So there was definitely demarcation going on there.
GD: So what's changed?
DC: Not enough! GD: Would someone in her position be acknowledged today? DC: I think there is a push for citizen science to be recognised more overtly. There are a lot of conversations happening, certainly in scientific circles, about making sure that you acknowledge non-academic collaborators. That's been a big push in any field that involves Indigenous knowledge, that co-authorship is important. In the past you might have just put people in the acknowledgements, but now there's more recognition that you actually have to put them up the top. So that's becoming much more common, I think. In lots of other fields, like astronomy, amateurs are hugely important, but in environmental work amateurs also play a huge role. I don't think that it's necessarily that they've been unappreciated, it's just a matter of formalising appreciation.
GD: Formalising it and therefore perpetuating it, I suppose. DC: Yes, because if you don't put it in print it gets forgotten. And it's not that you didn't appreciate it, but you need to actually write it down and record it.
GD: You've rediscovered Edith in a way. There's the scientific paper side of it, but there's the nature writing side of it. DC: Well, her scientific papers were always known, and scientists are good at citing their source material, so she's remained known in narrow fields. Particularly in orchidology she is GD: So it's more the nature of how she published -how she disseminated her work, because if she'd written books … DC: If she'd written books she would have stayed as a figure, she'd be much less likely to be forgotten, I think.
GD: Are there others who are comparable who were writing at that time?
DC: There were a lot of women writers writing natural history articles in the newspapers. It would be interesting to actually look at that. Some of them were also known as fiction writers, Amy Mack and people like that. I haven't really looked into them in any detail. But there were quite a few whose names kept popping up. So no doubt they're out there. I know people are doing work on some of the people who wrote fiction in newspapers -some of those writers also have been lost because they wrote in newspapers. And I think Trove is doing something at the moment, running a book club reading stories that were published as serials in newspapers. That's another interesting approach. Because of course those things were hugely influential, and newspapers don't play that same role any more, so we've forgotten about them.
GD: Unless they actually ended up being put into covers and published … DC: And that's what really comes across in those studies, I think, is how important it is to have somebody backing you up and making sure your work stays in print. Somebody like Kate Baker, who famously restored Joseph Furphy's work and promoted it religiously, and got Stella Miles Franklin involved and then they wrote a book together. And actually she's the only one who wrote any biographical work about Edith Coleman, so even though Kate's work wasn't published, it was still a hugely useful archival resource for me. A figure like that is quite crucial, and if you don't have somebody doing that for your work, it just disappears. And Edith's daughters were quite private people who didn't particularly want to promote themselves, so they didn't promote their mother either, in a way. So that material just fell away.
GD: And then you come along. DC: Edith actually did a better job than her daughters -she did prepare her material for an element of posterity, I suspect. She's got her scrapbook with all her published articles in it, so that's survived, and her grandson has it. And the notes she wrote, which I think are Kate GD: Oh well, good for her! Finally, there was the remark you made at the end, about why you write. And why anybody writes, I suppose. To understand, and belong, and connect. Why do we write? To leave something, to capture something? DC: Sometimes I write because I can't contain everything in my head. So you have to write in order to make sense of it -it's an external brain, writing, so if you don't write then you can't actually explore any issues in depth. That's a kind of a practical reason for writing.
GD: I wonder what it must be like to be not literate, because I think they must have had that capacity for making sense without writing.
DC: Oral storytelling -recitation and those sorts of things -memorisation would have been really important. But yes, I can't imagine what it would be like. I was just thinking that watching A Handmaid's Tale. In the last few episodes they were dealing with her being able to use a pen because the women are not allowed to read or write. I just can't imagine how horrific that would be. That would just be unbearable.
GD: Knowing about it and not being allowed to do it. DC: Not physically being able to -it would be incredibly difficult. If I go on holidays and I don't take a computer or anything to write on I get a physical urge to have to write. It's a physical compulsion. I'll write out recipes, I'll write out anything as long as I'm writing something. It's ridiculous. I can't not write. I think there is sometimes an element of memorializing, but I think mostly though I write to clarify things for myself, for me to understand. So The Future in Flames is very much me working through something and coming to a reasoned position at the end. And I'm happy to leave it there.
